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Among the Institute of Medicine activities related to health needs of infants and children have been the Health and Behavior conference Infants at Risk for Developmental Dysfunction (Parron and Eisenberg, 1982) and the paper by Richmond and Filner (1979) on infants and children for Healthy People, The Surgeon General's Report on Health Promotion and Disease Prevention. In addition, Better Health for Our Children: A National Strategy, the report of the Select Panel for the Promotion of Child Health, is a comprehensive review (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1981a,b).
Parental Influence on Prevention in Early Life
Physical and mental well-being in infancy, childhood, and adult life is greatly influenced by parental behavior in early life, which suggests the potential value of further analysis of opportunities for prevention during this period. During infancy, children are totally dependent on their parents for pre- and perinatal care; good nutrition and a supportive emotional environment; and appropriate preventive and therapeutic interventions, including immunizations and antibiotics. In addition, parents explicitly and implicitly teach their children health-relevant behaviors and attitudes in such matters as dental care, diet, exercise, and risk taking. These can continue to affect health status over the course of a lifetime.
Parental influence does not occur in isolation. The schools, mass media, peer pressures, and other community considerations such as the organization of health care services also shape the behavior of children and their parents. Even the police and the courts have a role, for example, in prevention of child abuse and neglect.
Although the goal of prevention is to stop a problem before it starts, successful treatment or amelioration of an existing condition also is of value. Again, behavioral approaches show great promise for helping children deal with such limitations as physical handicaps, learning disabilites, and emotional problems.
Several issues emerge repeatedly in an analysis of the role of behavior in the etiology, prevention, or treatment of disorders of concern in infancy and childhood: how to prevent accidents, how to stop substance abuse, how to organize health care services to enhance their utility and accessibility, and how to structure school-based health education. This chapter highlights a few specific health concerns, including low birth weight, mental retardation, learning disability, and emotional disorders.
Low Birth Weight
A low birth weight infant is defined as weighing less than 2,500 grams (about 5.5 pounds); a preterm infant is one born before 38 weeks ofubl. No. (PHS)
